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Perceptual defensiveness and ESP performance: reconstructed DMT ratings and 

psychological correlates in the first German DMT-ESP experiment. 

 
 

by Erlendur Haraldsson , Joop M. Houtkooper , Rainer Schneider , Martin Backstrom  

 

The persistent difficulty in coming up with experimental findings with an acceptable 

degree of replicability has remained the most important serious criticism of parapsychology. 

For several years ESP experiments done with the Ganzteld technique have been considered by 

some as a candidate for acceptable replicability (Hyman & Honorton, 1986), and so has ESP in 

dreams (Child, 1985). One of the candidates for a replicability status are experiments relating 

perceptual defensiveness, as measured by the Defense Mechanism Test (DMT), to ESP. These 

experiments were initiated by Martin Johnson (Carpenter, 1965; Johnson & Kanthamani, 

1967), who took part in developing the DMT that has been primarily used by the Swedish 



military for personnel selection (Kragh & Smith, 1970). The concept of perceptual 

defensiveness is related to subliminal perception and preconscious processing. A subliminal 

threat in perception is assumed to cause submanifest anxiety that leads to defensive responses 

in perception, such as are measured by the DMT. 

By 1977 Johnson and associates had conducted six experiments with a total of 120 

participants. Throughout these experiments, ESP scores were obtained by administering a 

forced-choice ESP task. Significant DMT-ESP correlations were obtained in all but one 

experiment, as can be seen in Table 1. The DMT ratings were coded so that a low level of 

perceptual defensiveness corresponds with a high rating. A meta-analysis (see Haraldsson, 

Houtkooper, & Hoeltje, 1987) revealed a combined Zof 3.483 (p = .00025, one-tailed). 

In 1977, the first author, Erlendur Haraldsson (EH), decided to make a major independent 

attempt to test the replicability of the DMT-ESP correlations by conducting several 

experiments. To exclude any possibility of contamination between the DMT and ESP scores, 

and to ensure a double-blind study, EH obtained the cooperation of Martin Johnson (MJ), who 

would make a brief visit to Iceland from his residence in Holland and later in Sweden to 

administer the DMT. MJ would then evaluate the DMT after his visit to Iceland. EH would 

design and conduct the experiment and collect the ESP data. Alter the completion of each 

experiment, EH and MJ would on the same predetermined date mail their respective data to 

each other. Ten experiments were conducted in the years from 1977 to 1991 at the University 

of Iceland with a total of 462 participants. Several papers have been published on these 

experiments (Haraldsson, 1978; Haraldsson & Houtkooper, 1992, 1995; Haraldsson et al., 

1987; Haraldsson &Johnson, 1979; Houtkooper & Haraldsson, 1995, 1997; Johnson & 

Haraldsson, 1984). 

The results revealed a significant relationship between perceptual defensiveness as 

measured by the DMT (note that a high DMT rating corresponds with a low level of 

defensiveness) and performance on standardized ESP tests. High-scoring participants were less 

defensive than low-scoring participants, who tended to be more defensive. Results of 10 

individual experiments are listed in Table 2. 

A meta-analysis of these results revealed a Z = 2.60, p = .0046, one-tailed. (The effect 

sizes in this article are of the type ES = z/sqrt(N).) A closer look at Tables 1 and 2 reveals a 

decline in positive results. Johnson's six experiments started with a correlation of .79 between 



DMT and ESP and ended with a negative correlation of -.19. A similar trend is found in the 

Icelandic data with a much larger participant pool of 462. They started with a correlation of .47; 

only two of the experiments were independently significant and two had a slightly negative 

correlation, in spite of the overall significant result of the whole series. A significant decline 

effect was observed across the 10 Icelandic experiments, [r.sub.s](8) = .636, p < .05, two-tailed, 

despite the Pact that psychology students of both sexes recruited the participants and 

administered the ESP tasks--in different experiments the number of student experimenters 

varied from 3 to 14, with almost all of the experimenters only taking part in one experiment. By 

using many experimenters and changing them with each experiment, it was hoped that 

experimenters' fatigue could be kept at a minimum and some enthusiasm could be sustained in 

the hope of avoiding the much debated and controversial "decline effect" that has been reported 

within and between some parapsychological experiments (Palmer, 1978; Rhine, 1969). Also 

across all 16 experiments conducted so far, the decline is significant, r,(14) = .794, p < .001, 

two-tailed. 

Furthermore, the relationships of ESP scores with religiosity (ES = .136, p = ... 

    

    
Journal Article Excerpt Journal Article Excerpt Journal Article Excerpt Journal Article Excerpt  2        

 

 

Meta-analyses of 10 experiments on perceptual defensiveness and ESP: ESP 

scoring patterns and experimenter and decline effects. 

 
 

by Erlendur Haraldsson , Joop M. Houtkooper  

 

Experiments exploring the relationship between perceptual defensiveness and ESP have 

yielded remarkably consistent results. All five published experiments completed by Johnson 

and associates by 1976 yielded significant results, with correlations between perceptual 

defensiveness and ESP ranging from .79 in the first experiment (Carpenter, 1965) to .26 in the 



fifth (Johnson & Lubke, 1977). Low-defensive subjects obtained higher scores on standard ESP 

tests than high-defensive subjects, who tended to obtain scores below mean chance expectation. 

A meta-analysis of these five experiments and one negative (r = -.19) unpublished experiment 

by Houtkooper (1985) found the results highly significant: z = 3.48, ES = .318, N = 120, p = 

.00025 (Haraldsson & Houtkooper, 1992). Watt (1994) reported results suggesting that 

defensiveness/vigilance may be a promising and convenient predictor for ESP scoring 

direction. She used a measure of defensiveness/vigilance based on thresholds of awareness of 

emotional and neutral stimuli, a measure that is quite different from the DMT. 

Ten DMT-ESP experiments were conducted at the University of Iceland between 1977 

and 1991. The first analyses(1) of the combined results of these experiments were published in 

a mainstream psychological journal, Personality and Individual Differences (Haraldsson & 

Houtkooper, 1992). 

The correlation between perceptual defensiveness and ESP scoring in the 10 experiments 

was significant: z = 2.60, N = 462, p = .0046 (one-tailed). We calculated the effect size (ES = 

z/[square root of N]) as ES = .121 and the weighted average of Kendall's tau as tau = .086. The 

consistency of the relationship was evaluated as [[Chi].sup.2] = 12.59 (9 df, p = .18), and so 

there is no reason to think that the relationship between experiments is not homogeneous. 

Some personality variables were examined in 8 of the 10 experiments. Only the 

psychotism factor (of the Eysenck Personality Questionnaire and of Cattell's 16PF) showed a 

significant relationship with ESP (z = -2.02, p = .04, two-tailed); subjects low on the 

psychotism scale obtained more positive ESP scores. 

Further and extended analyses are presented in this paper. 

The Background and Rationale of the Defense Mechanism Test 

The DMT was developed by Ulf Kragh (1969; Kragh & Neuman, 1982; Kragh & Smith, 

1970) to predict performance in stressful situations. It is a projective test in which pictures with 

threatening motifs are presented tachistoscopically in standardized low lighting conditions. In 

group presentations the exposure times vary, gradually increasing from an initial short 

presentation of 8 ms up to 250 ms per exposure. 

Sequential analysis of a subject's responses reveals how a perception of a picture 

gradually takes form. Individuals differ considerably in how their perception increases and in 

the number of their perceptual distortions. This indicates individual differences in cognitive 



factors that influence the formation of perception as it is taking place at a subconscious level. 

The validity of the DMT for personnel selection in the military has been demonstrated in 

several studies, particularly for air force pilots (Kline, 1987; Kragh, 1960, 1962; Neuman, 

1978). The DMT is probably the best researched instrument for the study of preconscious 

processes (Cooper & Kline, 1986; Dixon, 1971, 1980; Kline, 1987), but it has been little used 

outside the military. 

The Icelandic DMT-ESP Experiments 

The purpose of the Icelandic series of experiments was to test the replicability of the 

DMT-ESP relationship. To exclude any possibility of contamination between the DMT and 

ESP scores, E. H. asked Martin Johnson (M. J.) to make brief visits to Iceland from Holland or 

Sweden to administer the DMT and then to evaluate the DMT after returning home. E. H. 

designed and conducted the experiments and collected the ESP data. Six papers on these 

experiments have been published (Haraldsson, 1978, 1993; Haraldsson & Houtkooper, 1992; 

Haraldsson, Houtkooper, & Hoeltje, 1987; Haraldsson & Johnson, 1979; Johnson & 

Haraldsson, 1984). 

METHOD 

The experiments generally consisted of two sessions, one for the administration of the 

DMT and another for the ESP testing. As we explained above, E. H. and his experimenters 

collected the ESP data, and M. J. evaluated and in most instances also administered the DMT. 

E. H. was kept ignorant of the DMT scores and M. J. of the ESP scores until, on a 

predetermined date, they mailed their respective data to each other. A few days later both E. H. 

and M. J. could evaluate the results. In that sense the study was double blind. 

Experimenters 

E. H. planned and ... 
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Hamer focused on genes associated with neurotransmitters called monoamines. The 

monoamines, which include serotonin and dopamine, help to regulate mood, among other 

functions. Psychiatric drugs such as Prozac and Thorazine affect monoamines, as do psychedelic 

drugs such as LSD, psilocybin, and mescaline, which can produce mystical visions. 

Eventually Hamer found a variant, or allele, of a gene called VMAT, that corresponded 
to higher scores for what he had defined as spirituality. VMAT stands for vesicular 
monoamine transporter. The gene manufactures a protein that binds monoamines into 
packages, called vesicles, for transportation between neurons. Hamer calls the VMAT 
variant "the spiritual allele," or more dramatically, "the God gene" (also the title of his 
book)—even though according to his own statistics, it accounts for only 1 percent of the 
variance in the test scores of his subjects. Francis Collins, head of the Human Genome 
Project and a devout Christian, calls Hamer's claim "wildly overstated." 
Rick Strassman has proposed a theory even more reductionist and far-fetched than 
Hamer's, yet one that has empirical support. Strassman, a psychiatrist in New Mexico, 
traces spirituality to a single compound, dimethyltryptamine, or DMT. In his book DMT: 
The Spirit Molecule, Strassman proposes that DMT secreted by our own brains plays a 
profound role in human consciousness. Specifically, he hypothesizes that endogenous 
DMT triggers mystical visions, psychotic hallucinations, alien-abduction experiences, 
near-death experiences, and other exotic cognitive phenomena. 

 

 

 

First synthesized by a Canadian chemist in 1931, DMT is the primary active ingredient 
of ayahuasca, a hallucinogenic tea ingested as a sacrament by Amazonian Indians and 
by members of two churches in Brazil. (Although DMT is a controlled substance, the 
U.S. Supreme Court ruled earlier this year that members of a church in New Mexico can 
ingest ayahuasca for religious purposes.) Pure DMT normally has no effect when 
consumed orally, because an enzyme in the gut renders it inactive. But in the 1950s 
Stephen Szara, a Hungarian chemist who later worked for the National Institute on Drug 

 



Abuse, discovered that when injected, DMT triggers an extremely powerful 
hallucinogenic trip lasting less than an hour. 
Like the classic psychedelic compounds LSD, mescaline, and psilocybin, DMT 
resembles neurotransmitters such as serotonin. But what makes DMT unique among 
the known psychedelics is that trace amounts of it naturally occur in the human body. 
Scientists first isolated DMT in human blood in 1965, and in 1972 a group led by the 
Nobel laureate Julius Axelrod of the National Institutes of Health detected the 
compound in human brain tissue. 
These discoveries led to speculation that endogenous DMT—perhaps produced in 
excess or improperly regulated by the body—contributes to schizophrenia and other 
mental illnesses. By the early 1980s, the DMT theory of psychosis was largely 
abandoned when psychedelic research involving humans became too  

controversial. But in 1990, arguing that DMT merited further 

investigation, Strassman obtained permission from federal 

authorities to inject the drug into human volunteers. 

A Zen Buddhist, Strassman was intrigued by the 
possibility that endogenous DMT plays a role in 
triggering mystical experiences. He suspected that 
DMT might be produced in the pineal gland, a minute 
organ nestled deep in the brain. The pineal gland 
abounds both in chemical precursors of DMT, such as 
tryptophan, and in beta-carbolines, the same 
compounds that render DMT orally active in the South 
American brew ayahuasca by counteracting the 
enzyme in the gut that breaks down DMT. From 1990 
to 1995, Strassman supervised more than 400 DMT 

sessions involving 60 volunteers at the University of New Mexico. These were the first 
sanctioned psychedelic experiments involving human subjects in the United States 
since the mid-1970s. 
To a certain extent, the DMT sessions fulfilled Strassman's expectations. Many of his 
subjects reported quasi-religious sensations of bliss, ineffability, timelessness, and 
reconciliation of opposites; a certainty that consciousness continues after death of the 
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body; and contact with "a supremely powerful, wise, and loving presence." Others 
underwent classic near-death experiences, feeling themselves leaving their bodies and 
moving through a tunnel toward a radiant light. 
Volunteers also reported visions that did not fit neatly into Strassman's scientific or 
spiritual worldview, however. Forty-seven percent encountered otherworldly beings, 
variously described as clowns, elves, robots, insects, E.T.-style humanoids, or "entities" 
that defied description. These bizarre beings were not always friendly. One of 
Strassman's subjects claimed to have been eaten alive by insectoid creatures. In part 
out of concern about this negative experience, Strassman discontinued his research. 
 


